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Introduction 

The Rvwang language of North Burma 1 exhibits a well-defined system clearly marking the 
hierarchical and tagmemic structure of morpho-syntactic units. Various affixes exhibit 
optional/obligatory co-occurrence relationships with verb forms on the various levels of word, 
phrase, clause and sentence structure, making necessary the consideration of the verb in the 
context of various syntactic matrices. The brief survey of clauses and sentences given in this 
paper is not intended to be exhaustive, but merely to provide the syntactic matrices within 
which the verb occurs, and to delineate the levels on which the various co-occurring affixes 
have significance. 

The Tibeto-Burman languages spoken by tribal groups in surrounding areas, - Jinghpaw, Lisu, 
Maru, Lashi, Tangsa, - are more of an isolative, [p.339] monosyllabic type. Rvwang is 
especially interesting in that it is agglutinative, and the verb especially exhibits a remarkable 
complex of affixes and inflections. However, the formational criteria for the verbal phrase must 
be considered in terms of the distribution. Distributional criteria for sentence types may not 
seem important in themselves when exhibiting only a dichotomy of independent versus 



1 The Rvwang language is an abstraction referring to the speech of a group of tribes in upper Kachin 
State, Burma, and adjoining areas in the Salween valley, Yunnan, China. There are at least five 
recognizable branches, some of the dialects of which are mutually unintelligible; the Gvnmg (usually 
referred to in the literature as Khunong, Khenung, Hkanung or Nung); the Tangsarr ; the Nung, or 
Kwinsvng or Kupang; the Liingmi, and the Rvwang, who together speak over 70 distinct dialects. This study 
is based on text materials collected in the Mvtwang dialect of the Rvwang branch, spoken chiefly in the 
N’mai Hka valley south of the Ahkyang confluence. This dialect is considered 'central' enough to be 
understood by all the other dialects, and underlies the present unified literacy and educational program. 
The only known extant literature on Rvwang linguistics is J. T. O. Barnard, A Handbook of the Rawang 
Dialect of the Nung Language, Rangoon, 1934, and R. H. Morse, 'The Phonology of Rawang', AL, 5.5.1963. 
Rvwang will be of interest to comparative Tibeto-Burman linguistics in that, although surrounded by 
isolative monosyllabic-type languages, and with no history of contact with languages which might have 
pronominalization within the verb phrase, it exhibits a very well developed pronominal system, which 
with the other inflective categories co-occurring in the verb phrase results in complexity unequalled in 
any other surrounding Tibeto-Burman language. 
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dependent sentences 2 . But failure to consider this distinction leads to confusion in description 
of internal criteria which define the optional/obligatory occurrence of various syntactic units, 
as well as in judgment as to the grammaticalness of many common, seemingly incomplete 
syntactic structures. 

Ordinarily the complete, independent sentence is a rare and unusual thing in Rvwang, found 
only utterance initially. One of the first impressions one gets when considering the syntax of 
Tibeto-Burman languages is their seemingly endless rambling. The predilection of all native 
speakers is to make sentences paragraph-size, stringing along clause after clause with no 
intention of full stop in grammar or intonation, until the complete thought has been expressed. 
A dialogue is usually continued with only partial, incomplete and seemingly ambiguous 
sentences, which however are replete with referents. Nevertheless, the study of the Rvwang 
verb in this paper assumes the simple, independent sentence as the contextual model. 

The differentiation between optional and obligatory components, and the hierarchical layering 
of syntactic structure are crucial to an analysis revealing the salient features of Tibeto-Burman 
morphosyntax. The usual analysis of parts of speech into nouns, verbs and particles overlooks 
the importance of these last named minor morpheme classes (whether called clitics, affixes, or 
particles) which occur in Tibeto-Burman languages, in signalling the significant structural 
components of the grammar on the various levels. Rvwang has a rich variety of syntactic 
referents which co-occur with the obligatory predicate nucleus, and a study of the verb 
involves us to a large extent with these. The tagmemic slot:filler model has been chosen for this 
study. Morpho-syntactic [p.340] structure is described as a series of obligatory substitution 
points or slots together with the morphological classes which occur as slot-fillers, - forming the 



2 The occurrence of most sentence structure in a two-dimensional matrix in which independent and 
dependent sentence types contrast with simple, compound and complex structures, and may be further 
distinguished as complete or incomplete, seems sufficiently common to most languages not to warrant 
further discussion here. Independent sentences are those which may occur as complete utterances and 
initiate discourse without reference to any defining contexts; dependent sentences cannot so occur, and 
are further internally marked for dependence. See V. Waterhouse, 'Independent and Dependent 
Sentences', IJAL, 29, 1, 1963. 



3 




nuclear structure, plus various optional slots and fillers forming a peripheral set of 
concomitants. 

The tagmemic slot:filler component which is constant and obligatory to both dependent and 
independent syntactic constructs on the clausal level in Rvwang is the predicate tagmeme, 
manifested by either a process verb and its goal-object, or a verbal phrase. 

1. SYNTACTIC MATRICES 

1 . 1 . Sentence structure and types 

Rvwang sentences may be independent or dependent, and exhibit structures which are simple, 
compound or complex. They may also be complete or incomplete. Dependent sentences are 
marked for dependency by one or more of these divisive criteria: (1) occurrence of 
subordinative conjunctives or other sequence markers; (2) occurrence of referential substitutes 
such as pronouns, classifier nouns or auxiliary pro-verbs; and (3) the omission of certain 
tagmemic units normally obligatory to the complete independent sentence, such as subject or 
object. 

Final order suffixes of the predicate tagmeme are relevant to the sentence level. These are of 
two formal types, and function both as constituents of the sentence, to distinguish sentence 
types and signal sentence completion, and as components of the predicate tagmeme, to signal 
contrastive modes of expression. The constituent elements of the sentence are seen in the 
following formula for an independent sentence: 

± CONC: ± (D-CL + ClConj) n + NUC: + (I-CL + SFM + INT) 

which may be read as ‘optional concomitant slot filled by any number of dependent clauses 
with obligatory clausal conjunctives, followed by an obligatory nucleus slot filled by an 
independent clause with a sentence-final marker suffix (SFM) and a sentence-final intonation 
(INT).’ An independent clause coincides with a minimal simple sentence when it is the only 
clause and exhibits sentence-final marker suffix and intonation. This will be considered the 
basic type for description in this paper, as other differentia marking complexity and 
dependency do not affect consideration of the verbal phrase, and may be conveniently 
described as transforms. 
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Four major sentence types which occur are AFFIRMATIVE, IMPERATIVE, [p.341] OPTATIVE, 
and EXCLAMATORY. Many subtypes which occur may be described simply as transforms of 
these four types. Since we are concerned here only with the predicate tagmeme, we may omit 
from further discussion the optional concomitants, and features of intonation 3 , and consider the 
sentence-final marking suffixes (SFM) which occur as constituents of the sentence contiguous to 
the predicate tagmeme of the clause. These are discussed below, and summarized and 
illustrated in the accompanying Appendix I. 

The obligatory final or fifth order suffixes of affirmative sentences may be primary or 
secondary. Secondary suffixes mark transform subtypes of the primary sentence types, and 
exhibit an additional particle in open juncture following the primary sentence marking suffix. 
Contrastive temporal distinctions are exhibited on this level in the affirmative sentence by the 
occurrence of fifth order affirmative suffix -e, ‘non-past time’ with the non-occurrence of a fifth 
order suffix following fourth order verbal suffixes marking past time. These are mutually 
exclusive with -e, and also function within the clause to distinguish clause types: -a, ‘past time, 
transitive process clause,’ and -i, ‘past time, intransitive clause.’ E.g. 

at] die 
ap dl-e 
3SG go-NPST 
‘He goes, will go.’ 4 

aij did:mi 
a i] di-am-i 

3SG walk-DIR.dis-IP 



3 Rvwang intonation is described in part as a feature of the phonological system in Morse, op. cit., pp. 
25 - 26 . 

4 The phonemic inventory of the Mvtwang dialect of Rvwang is: voiceless aspirate stops p, ft ( = [tsh] ) t, c 
(= [tjh]), k; voiced stops b, z (= [z or dz]), d,J, g; glottal stop ?; spirants s, s (= [J]), h; liquid l, fricative r; 
nasals m, n, ij ; semivowels w, high vowels i, i, u; mid vowels e, a, o; and low vowel a; length (a-); 
Tonemes are: high level (a), mid level (a), low level (a), and a neutral, non-contrastive tone (unmarked). 
For a full treatment see Morse, op. cit. Note that the high central vowel and the mid central vowel are 
for typographical reasons here written y [changed to ui -NS] and a respectively. In Rvwang literature 
they are written 0 and v. 
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'He went. 



a:rji ria:tna 

aq-i ri-at-a 

3SG-AGT carry-DIR.cis-TP 
'He brought (it).' 

at] ria:tnde 
aq ri-at-6-e 

3SG carry-DIR. cis-TNP-NPST 
'He brings, will bring (it).' 

-e does not occur within the clause, as in dependent clauses: 



ay 


di ni 


gui... 




aq 


di ni 


gui 




3SG 


walk though 


also 




'Though he goes...' 






ay 


did:mi 


ni 


gui.. 


aq 


di-am-i 


ni 


gui 


3SG 


walk-DIR.dis-IP 


though 


also 



'Though he went...' 

The subtypes NARRATIVE, EMPHATIC ASSERTION, INCREDULOUS ASSERTION, 
INFORMATIONAL INTERROGATIVE, CONFIRMATORY INTERROGATIVE, INCREDULOUS 
INTERROGATIVE do not exhaust the list but are representative for this study. Contrast is 
exhibited in the occurrence of the secondary suffixes mentioned above, as: 



ay 


did:mi 


wa 


aq 


di-am-i 


wa 


3SG 


walk-DIR.dis-IP 


HS 



'He went (narrative-affirmative).' 



ay 


did:mi 


le! 


aq 


di-am-i 


le 


3SG 


walk-DIR.dis-IP 


EXCL 
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'He did go!' 



mawa! 

ma-wa 



aij die 
ap di-e 

3SG walk-NPST NEG-say 
'Don’t say he’s going!' 

aij did:mi 
ap di-am-i 
3SG walk-DIR.dis-IP 
'Did he go?' 

aij dia:mi 

a i] di-am-i 

3SG walk-DIR.dis-IP 
'He went, you say?' 

aij did:mi 

ap di-am-i 

3SG walk-DIR.dis-IP 
'What! He went?' 

The various interrogative secondary [p.342] nouns and adverbs which occur in interrogative 
sentences do not affect the structure of the sentence or clause. 

kagui did:mi ma? 

ka = gui di-am-i ma 

WH = CLF. human walk-DIR.dis-IP Q 
'Who went?' 

aij kdddgdp did:mi ma? 

ap ka = dagop di-am-i ma 

3SG WH = time walk-DIR.dis-IP Q 

'When did he go?' 

at] die le 

ap di-e le 

3SG walk-NPST EXCL 



Id? 

la 

EXCL:Q 



Wdna? 

wa-na 

say-NCERT 



ma? 

ma 

Q 
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'He is going' 

aij die ma? 

aq di-e ma 

3SG walk-NPST Q 
'Is he going?' 

Imperative sentences contrast with affirmative sentences in the significant non-occurrence of 
sentence-final marker suffix. The final particles distinguishing subtypes therefore occur 
contiguous to the clause-final predicate tagmeme. Imperative sentences are restricted by 
obligatory co-occurrence of 2 nd person pronominal affixes with the predicate tagmeme. The 
subject tagmeme of the obligatory nucleus is optional, and usually does not occur. 

ncd end 

na-i e-ri-o 

2SG-AGT NF-carry-TNP 
'You carry (it).' 

edi 

e-di 

NF-walk 

'Go!' 

edira 

e-dl-ra 

NF-walk-DIR.cis 

'Come!' 

REQUESTIVE and HORTATORY subtypes, with secondary particle affixes nd and le, may also 
occur with 1 st person pronominal affixes. 

nai end nd 

na-i e-ri-o na 

2SG-AGT NF-carry-TNP REQ 
'You please carry (it).' 
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ediranuaj le 

e-di-ra-nuip le 

NF-walk-DIR.cis-2PL HORT 
'(You pi.) should come here!' 

edi le 

e-dl le 
NF-walk HORT 
'(You) should go.' 

rd na. 

ri-i na 

carry-1 PL REQ 
'Let’s carry (it) (please).' 

dii le 

di-i le 

walk-1 PL HORT 
'Let’s go (hortative).' 

Optative type sentences exhibit the suffix -ni, ‘wish, intent’ in the sentence-final marker slot, co- 
occurring with an obligatory prefix in the third order verbal prefix slot within the predicate 
tagmeme. ASSUMPTIVE sentences exhibit the affixes dv-...-ni. 

aij dddini 
ap da-di-ni 
3SG EMPH-walk-INTENT 
'He (will surely) go.' 

0:771 ddridni 

ap-i da-ri-6-ni 

3SG-AGT EMPH-carry-TNP-INTENT 
'(I assume) he’ll carry (it).' 

CONCESSIVE sentences exhibit the affixes h-...-ni, or lv-...ni rah, the former implying slight 
uncertainty, the latter certainty. 
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aij hdini; mud ma? 

ap la-di-ni ma-i ma 

3SG NCERT -walk-though NEG-be Q 

'But he goes; isn’t it?' 

at] hdini nui! 

ap la-di-ni nui 

3SG NCERT -walk-though TOP 

'But he does go.' 

PROHIBITIVE sentences exhibit the affixes ma-. . . -ni, the prefix ma- of which is the adverbial 
negative of Rvwang. Limitation of distribution to co-occurrence with 2 nd person pronominal 
affixes results in this being manifested as me-...ni. 

medimhijm 
ma-e-di-nuip-ni 
NEG-NF -walk-2PL-INTENT 
'Don’t (you pi.) go!' 

medini 

ma-e-dl-ni 

NEG-NF -walk-INTENT 
'Don't go.' 

nama? merimhijni 
na-ma? ma-e-ri-miip-ni 
2-PL NEG-NF-carry-2PL- INTENT 
'Don't (you pi.) carry (it).' 

A PRECATIVE subtype occurs, which exhibits the prefix la?-... and the significant non- 
occurrence of a sentence-final marker suffix, as in imperative sentence types. 

at] la?di 
ap la?-dl 
3SG INDTV-walk 
'Let him go.' 
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aij laTmddi 
ag la?-m3-di 
3SG INDTV -NEG- walk 
'May he not go.' 

a:iji la'Md na 

ag-i la?-ri-o na 

3SG-AGT INDTV -carry -TNP REQ 
'(Please) let him carry (it).' 

INTENTIVE and OPTATIVE INTERROGATIVE sentences do not exhibit any third order verbal 
prefix, but only the final suffixes -ni and -ni ma. Distribution is limited to occurrence with 1 st 
and 2 nd person pronominal affixes with the predicate tagmeme. 

dia:tnim 

di-at-i-ni 

walk-DIR. cis-1 PL-INTENT 
'We will come/ Let us come.' 

rum 

ri-i-ni 

carry-1 PL-INTENT 
'We will carry (it).' 

edini ma? 

e-di-ni ma 

NF -walk- INTENT Q 
'Would you go?' 

erioni ma? 

e-ri-6-ni ma 

NF-carry-TNP-INTENT Q 
'Would you carry (it)?' 

Exclamatory sentences exhibit a structure in which the principal clause [p.343] is nominalized 
by the nominalizing postposition we filling the sentence-final marker slot. A DECLAMATORY 
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subtype is exhibited by the addition of the secondary suffix le. The sense of these sentence 
types is mostly adversative. 

aij did:mi we 

ap di-am-i we 

3SG walk-DIR.dis-IP NMLZ 
'He went but...' 

at] di we le 
3SG walk NMLZ DECL 
'But of course he goes.' 

a:ijt rid 

ap-i ri-o 

3SG-AGT carry-TNP 
'But he carries (it).' 

a:rjt rid we 

ap-i ri-o we 

3SG-AGT carry-TNP NMLZ 
'But certainly he carries (it).' 

1 . 2 . Clause structure and types 

The clause in Rvwang forms a constituent unit of sentence structure. Like the sentence, it also 
exhibits distributional types of dependent and independent clauses, which are simple or 
complex, complete or incomplete in structure. An INDEPENDENT CLAUSE may constitute a 
complete simple sentence (dependent or independent), or occur as the principal and final 
clause of a complex sentence, or as the first clause in a compound sentence. It differs from a 
DEPENDENT CLAUSE by the potential co-occurrence of the sentence-level, type-signalling final 
order suffixes with its obligatory predicate tagmeme. Independent clauses which constitute 
dependent sentences are of course limited according to the type of dependency of the sentence, 
and differ in form from those which constitute independent sentences. 

Dependent clauses occur as peripheral components of complex sentences, and they may also 
occur as nominal, verbal, or adverbial expanded slot-fillers on the morphological level, - as 
clauses within clauses that theoretically allow for unlimited, open-ended expansion. 
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le 

le 

DECL 



we 

we 

NMLZ 




Dependency on the clausal level is manifested in omission of components of the obligatory 
nucleus such as the subject or object, or of components of the predicate tagmeme, as well as in 
occurrence of a subordinate or sequential clause-final conjunctive. 



The INDEPENDENT CLAUSE, as the grammatical unit of predication, consists of an obligatory 
nucleus (symbolized as NUC:), composed of subject and predicate tagmemes, together with an 
optional periphery (symbolized as PERI:) of up to five tagmemic types, some of which can 
occur more than once in the clause. An overall composite formula for the general structure of 
an expanded clause which may constitute a simple independent affirmative sentence is (minus 
the sentence-final marker): 



± PERI: + (T 2 , L 2 , BP 2 , I A, Av n ) 



NUC: 




P 



V 

O + V 



[p.344] which may be read: 'An optional periphery filled by one or more than one of each of 
the optional Time, Location, Benefactive-Purpose, Instrument-Association, and Adverbial 
tagmemes, plus an obligatory nucleus filled by either subject and predicate verb, or by actor 
subject and object plus predicate verb tagmemes.' The obligatory predicate always occurs 
sentence finally, and is normally preceded by the object or goal of action of the verb when 
there is one, and this in turn is preceded by the subject. 5 ) 

The order of the optional tagmemes of the periphery is not fixed as in the formula above 
however, but is free within certain limits, - depending upon the expansion of the clause and 
other factors. One factor operating to determine order is focus, in which increased emphasis is 
manifested by the occurrence of emphasized tagmemes closest to the obligatory predicate at 
the end. This means that an optionally occurring tagmeme such as IA: or B: or L:, plus the 



5 A variant structure of the predicate verb tagmeme occurs only when a dependent incomplete clause, 
coincident with a dependent incomplete sentence, of completive response type, exhibits a first order 
auxiliary verb or aspect suffix as a pro-verb substitutefor the main verb of the predicate tagmeme, as: 
mdjunje, '(I) want to', dazar bma '(He) let (him)'. mansie, '(He's) continuing (to work or eat or act)'. 
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